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ALEXANDRE DUMAS


Alexandre Dumas, who lived a life as dramatic as any depicted in his more than three hundred volumes of plays, novels, travel books, and memoirs, was born on July 24, 1802, in the town of Villers-Cotterêts, some fifty miles from Paris. He was the third child of Thomas-Alexandre Davy de la Pailleterie (who took the name of Dumas), a nobleman who distinguished himself as one of Napoleon’s most brilliant generals, and Marie-Louise-Elisabeth Labouret. Following General Dumas’s death in 1806 the family faced precarious financial circumstances, yet Mme Dumas scrimped to pay for her son’s private schooling. Unfortunately he proved an indifferent student who excelled in but one subject: penmanship. In 1816, at the age of fourteen, Dumas found employment as a clerk with a local notary to help support the family. A growing interest in theater brought him to Paris in 1822, where he met François-Joseph Talma, the great French tragedian, and resolved to become a playwright. Meanwhile the passionate Dumas fell in love with Catherine Labay, a seamstress by whom he had a son. (Though he had numerous mistresses in his lifetime Dumas married only once, but the union did not last.) While working as a scribe for the duc d’Orléans (later King Louis-Philippe), Dumas collaborated on a one-act vaudeville, La Chasse at l’amour (The Chase and Love, 1825). But it was not until 1827, after attending a British performance of Hamlet, that Dumas discovered a direction for his dramas. “For the first time in the theater I was seeing true passions motivating men and women of flesh and blood,” he recalled. “From this time on, but only then, did I have an idea of what the theater could be.”

Dumas achieved instant fame on February 11, 1829, with the triumphant opening of Henri III et sa cour (Henry III and His Court). An innovative and influential play generally regarded as the first French drama of the Romantic movement, it broke with the staid precepts of Neoclassicism that had been imposed on the Paris stage for more than a century. Briefly involved as a republican partisan in the July Revolution of 1830, Dumas soon resumed playwriting and over the next decade turned out a number of historical melodramas that electrified audiences. Two of these works—Antony (1831) and La Tour de Nesle (The Tower of Nesle, 1832)—stand out as milestones in the history of nineteenth-century French theater. In disfavor with the new monarch, Louis-Philippe, because of his republican sympathies, Dumas left France for a time. In 1832 he set out on a tour of Switzerland, chronicling his adventures in Impressions de voyage: En Suisse (Travels in Switzerland, 1834–1837); over the years he produced many travelogues about subsequent journeys through France, Italy, Russia, and other countries.

Around 1840 Dumas embarked upon a series of historical romances inspired by both his love of French history and the novels of Sir Walter Scott. In collaboration with Auguste Maquet, he serialized Le Chevalier d’Harmental in the newspaper Le Siècle in 1842. Part history, intrigue, adventure, and romance, it is widely regarded as the first of Dumas’s great novels. The two subsequently worked together on a steady stream of books, most of which were published serially in Parisian tabloids and eagerly read by the public. In 1843, Georges appeared, the only novel in which Dumas represented racial prejudice toward people of color. He is best known for the celebrated d’Artagnan trilogy—Les trois mousquetaires (The Three Musketeers, 1844), Vingt ans après (Twenty Years After, 1845), and Dix ans plus tard ou le Vicomte de Bragelonne (Ten Years Later; or, The Viscount of Bragelonne, 1848–1850)—and the so-called Valois romances—La Reine Margot (Queen Margot, 1845), La Dame de Monsoreau (The Lady of Monsoreau, 1846), and Les Quarante-cinq (The Forty-Five Guardsmen, 1848). Yet perhaps his greatest success was Le Comte de Monte-Cristo (The Count of Monte Cristo), which appeared in installments in Le Journal des débats from 1844 to 1845. Le Chevalier du Maison-Rouge (The Knight of Maison-Rouge, 1845–1846) was also a collaborative effort. A final tetralogy marked the end of their partnership: Mémoires d’un médecin: Joseph Balsamo (Memoirs of a Physician, 1846–1848), Le Collier de la reine (The Queen’s Necklace, 1849–1850), Ange Pitou (Taking the Bastille, 1853), and La Comtesse de Charny (The Countess de Charny, 1852–1855).

In 1847, at the height of his fame, Dumas assumed the role of impresario. Hoping to reap huge profits, he inaugurated the new Théâtre Historique as a vehicle for staging dramatizations of his historical novels. The same year he completed construction of a lavish residence in the quiet hamlet of Marly-le-Roi. Called le Château de Monte Cristo, it was home to a menagerie of exotic pets and a parade of freeloaders until 1850, when Dumas’s theater failed and he faced bankruptcy. Fleeing temporarily to Belgium in order to avoid creditors, Dumas returned to Paris in 1853, shortly after the appearance of the initial volumes of Mes Mémoires (My Memoirs, 1852). Over the next years he founded the newspaper Le Mousquetaire, for which he wrote much of the copy, as well as the literary weekly Le Monte Cristo, but his finances never recovered. In 1858 he traveled to Russia, eventually publishing two new episodes of Impressions de voyage: Le Caucase (Adventures in the Caucasus, 1859) and En Russie (Travels in Russia, 1865).

The final decade of Dumas’s life began with customary high adventure. In 1860 he met Garibaldi and was swept up into the cause of Italian independence. After four years in Naples publishing the bilingual paper L’Indépendant/L’Indipendente, Dumas returned to Paris in 1864. In 1867 he began a flamboyant liaison with Ada Menken, a young American actress who dubbed him “the king of romance.” The same year marked the appearance of a last novel, La Terreur Prussiene (The Prussian Terror). Dumas’s final play, Les Blancs et les Bleus (The Whites and the Blues), opened in Paris in 1869.

Alexandre Dumas died penniless but cheerful on December 5, 1870, saying of death: “I shall tell her a story, and she will be kind to me.” One hundred years later his biographer André Maurois paid him this tribute: “Dumas was a hero out of Dumas. As strong as Porthos, as adroit as d’Artagnan, as generous as Edmond Dantès, this superb giant strode across the nineteenth century breaking down doors with his shoulder, sweeping women away in his arms, and earning fortunes only to squander them promptly in dissipation. For forty years he filled the newspapers with his prose, the stage with his dramas, the world with his clamor. Never did he know a moment of doubt or an instant of despair. He turned his own existence into the finest of his novels.”



FOREWORD

Jamaica Kincaid


Georges: Yes, it is a great joy to read this new translation of Alexandre Dumas’s long lost and forgotten novel, for it is fantastic, picturesque, almost believable, romantic, suspenseful, violent (as is to be expected when Africans, enslaved or not, are involved), sexy, naïve, and many more things besides.

And why do I think so? Here is an explanation: My mother, in an attempt to distract my young interest in her, taught me to read, and by the time I was three and a half years old, I could do so. This caused such a sensation among everyone, including and especially me. I then had very little to read: there was the tin of Ovaltine, the tin of butter from New Zealand, a book my mother owned which described the human body and the known tropical diseases that could destroy it, the King James version of the Bible. I read the writing on the tins over and over, each time as if they were new, each time as if I had never read them before; I read the book on the body and the tropical diseases that could kill it over and over because it was illustrated and the illustrations were described and the descriptions were fabulous, and better still, not understood by me; I read the King James version of the Bible because it was all of the above as it was also many things apart from all of the above. I soon came to think of reading as “sweet” and by that I was not referring to any relationship to the five senses (I knew then there were five of them), I was thinking of something that did include them but also something that I had no real way of putting into words. At that time I could read but I was also learning to read; at that time the sensation that is reading became known to me.

Georges would have been so welcome to me then, for I would have approached it with complete freshness (reading was new, and the novel before me, Georges, was not imaginable; I was innocent of the intricate workings of the world in which I lived), taking it as it presented itself, a romance and all that comes with romance; a tale of adventure and all that comes with that; a narrative of the virtues and the virtuous explicated and exalted and then made shoddy and questionable and full of suspicion and then renounced and abandoned.

The world of Georges is an island, and that island is Eden before it was despoiled by European conquests and afterwards the only thing left of it was, well, the vegetation, especially the vegetation. The landscape of Eden is the perfect landscape for this kind of situation: it offers the best sunsets against which murderous grudges take a short rest; the unprecedented hurricane will interrupt the outcome of the most successfully planned revolt; the trees are always overbearing in fruit and the enslaved escapee may be lost among their thick trunks but will never die of hunger; that thing called Time is not the same thing that is familiar through a wristwatch. Such is the physical world of Georges. Like Eden, too, this island is a source of contests of will, only not God and Lucifer, just England or France.

Georges himself (the hero, all of this novel comes from him, is about him) is not Adam (in any case Adam is not a hero of that story), he is not an original man, he is not the first of his kind, but he has the vanity to think himself so. As a child, he suffered an insult and this insult is new, unlike any insult visited on any child before; all life from then on is experienced and interpreted through this initial childhood event. Georges is not a slave but he is descended from slaves; Georges is not white but he could pass for white; Georges is not an entirely free man (he is partly descended from the enslaved) but his manners in every way are so correct that really free men (European) cede him a place in their presence and even their society.

In the world in which I was growing up, in St. John’s, Antigua, the landscape of Georges was an everyday reality; the people inhabiting that landscape were familiar but not in real time; they were from yesterday, but as if yesterday were one hundred years ago before today.

This is, for me, the glory of Georges: I am reminded of an early pleasure and it so vividly portrays a long-ago recent past. The two are intertwined to such an extent that they are one: early, long ago, recent, past! It has been six hundred years now since Christopher Columbus left the coast of Spain and set off on a journey to find a new world, or was it to prove that the world was round, or was it to prove that people everywhere found a confounding and unrewarding curiosity in other people and places far removed from anything they knew. Within Dumas himself all of these things were true: he was a French man, and he was descended from Africans and Europeans, and he was a writer.

Writers need someone to read them, no matter what age they are writing in. More important, readers, budding or otherwise, need something to read. Georges was written over one hundred years before I was born and later learned to read. I am reading it now, and at my age it should be an old story, but an old story becomes a classic because it manages to bring up something new, something that it seems you have never heard of before.
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JAMAICA KINCAID is the acclaimed author of many books, including Annie John, A Small Place, and Lucy. She lives in Vermont.



INTRODUCTION

Werner Sollors


A glaringly visual and truly suspenseful novel, Georges is a little-known gem among Alexandre Dumas’s more than three hundred volumes of fiction, drama, travel literature, and autobiography. First published in 1843, a particularly fruitful year in Dumas’s adventurous life, Georges preceded by only one year the appearance of the Les Trois Mousquetaires (The Three Musketeers) and the beginning serialization of Le Comte de Monte-Cristo (The Count of Monte Cristo)—the two novels for which Dumas was to become most famous. In fact, in his hero-genius Georges Munier, Dumas anticipated certain aspects of his best-known protagonists, d’Artagnan and Edmond Dantès, as Scott Robert Russell has shown; Georges also undergoes a long period of self-steeling preparation in which he has to learn to exert self-control and to dominate his passions in order to gain heroic stature, and he experiences injustice at the hand of lifelong enemies—in his case a father–son pair of biased, small-minded, and vindictive villains whom he later has to confront.

In the mid–nineteenth century, Romantic-Realist French fiction dominated the imagination of the Western world perhaps as much as American popular culture ruled the globe at the end of the twentieth century; Georges gives the reader all the melodramatic pleasures of that genre, as it offers vivid, truly spectacular scenes of sea battles and festivals, of a slave conspiracy and a wild pursuit, of a grand ball and a hurricane, of a horse race and a pig chase, of a duel and of gambling, of imprisonment and escape, and of a beautiful bathing maiden saved at the last second from the jaws of a vicious shark. Georges appeals to our wish for hair-raising suspense and swashbuckling adventure and surprises us with a dramatic rescue at the last moment by a pirate in disguise. It rewards our sentimental expectations with the love story between Georges and Sara de Malmédie as well as with the tenderly drawn bonds among the three men in the Munier family. With its richly rendered setting on the île de France, it gratifies exotic-picturesque fantasies of a romantic island by presenting a bird’s-eye view of verdant mountains under clear and starry skies, and by letting the reader almost literally feel the sea breezes redolent with floral perfume that are drifting through bamboo blinds. An aviary bustles with turtledoves, fondijalas, and flycatchers; the flora is a mix of Parisian and tropical flowers: tuberoses, Chinese carnations, Spanish jasmine, anemones, Indian roses, and the colorful Cape amaranth as well as francopenny and tamarind trees.

The teeming mass of humanity populating the novel includes heroes and villains, virgins and courtesans, allies and enemies, governors and captains, masters and slaves, brave hearts as well as cowards and traitors; the cast of major and minor figures comes from a broad spectrum of the world’s population. Among the Africans are Yoloffs and Mozambicans, Malgaches and Lascars; Laïza and Nazim are Anjouans from the Comoros Islands; there is the Chinese trader Miko-Miko, happy to find out that Georges, who was raised by a Chinese nursemaid, can speak his language; among Europeans, there are French and English characters as well as a seemingly Dutch captain. Georges goes to France and Italy, and because travels to the Orient were at that time “all the rage,” he also visits Greece, Turkey, Asia Minor, Syria, and Egypt and meets Muhammad Ali just before Ibrahim Pasha quelled the Wahhabite rebellion in the Arabian peninsula. In the particularly colorful section on the Yamsé festival on île de France the narrator also explains the division between Shiites and Sunnis that lies behind the very name of that feast. Dumas’s novel thus offers a broad and, one could even say, global perspective of a small place, and with his knowledge of French, English, Arabic, and Chinese, Georges embodies the virtues of the cosmopolitan hero that such a world would seem to require. Dumas’s broad topographic reach should not mislead the reader to assume that all of the novel’s place-names are real: Googling Antonio the Malay’s supposed birthplace, “Tingoram,” for example, yields only references to Dumas’s Georges.

The novel also gives a precise sense of history and embeds its plot in the transformation of the island, connecting it with the larger historical changes that have taken place from the period of the Revolution and Napoleon to around 1824, the time in which the bulk of the novel is set. Île de France was first colonized by the Dutch, then became French, and changed its name back to Mauritius after the sea battle of 1810 (the subject of chapter 2) that brought the island first into British hands. The beginning of the novel is thus set thirty-three years before its date of publication, and Dumas partakes in the vogue of historical fiction to which he explicitly alludes when he mentions Sir Walter Scott. Like other participants in the new postrevolutionary vogue of the historical novel, Dumas mixed historical personages (Captain Willoughby, for example) with imaginary ones (Lord Murray) and was eager to trace the changes that divided a “then” from a “now.” The way in which the novel twice identifies the island’s capital, “Port Louis, formerly Port Napoleon,” thus alerts the reader to a past that has given way to a different present, a present that in turn is destined to become past. The French defeat at Mauritius is a step toward Napoleon’s abdication, yet Napoleon remains a touchstone not only for the dramatic changes Dumas’s world had undergone since 1789 but also for the inspiring role played by the self-crowned emperor-genius who spread the ideals of the French Revolution around the world. It is thus no coincidence that Georges attends the Collège Napoleon in Paris.

The reference to Scott is not the only literary allusion, for Georges is deeply steeped in broad readings going back to ancient authors and myths. Without disturbing the pace and flow of the narrative, Dumas tells his nineteenth-century story in a rich web of literary allusions that anchored the new tale he was telling in the storehouse of stories familiar to the reader, from Venus, Diana, and the hetæra Lais of Corinth to Jupiter, Helios, and Enceladus. These references also serve to enhance the sense of the novel’s intelligence, a sensibility that includes narrator as well as hero. The very choice of the bird’s-eye view of the island with which chapter 1 opens is thus revealed as a technique Dumas adopted from Alain-René Le Sage’s Le Diable boiteux (The Limping Devil), in which the title character, the devil Asmodée, takes the student Don Cléofas above Madrid and lets him see through rooftops and walls. Dumas’s narrator thus plays the part of the devil. As Dumas makes explicit in two references and an allusion, his choice of the île de France as a setting is also an acknowledgment of Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s immensely popular island love story Paul et Virginie: The narrator states at the beginning that the reader may have guessed that the tomb he describes at the Church of Pamplemousses is that of Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s star-crossed lovers whose sad poetic memory is evoked when Georges returns to the island in chapter 4; and Paul et Virginie is also the book Georges reads when he awaits his execution—not, as the priest expected, the Bible. Georges and Sara’s story may have grown in part out of Paul et Virginie, but Georges rewrites the sad love story as one that does not end with the faithful lovers’ tender union in death at Cape Malheureux. Instead, Dumas suggests that there is a future on earth for his romantic couple.

Other references are made to characters, works, and scenes such as Adamastor from Camoens’s Lusiads, Cervantes’s Don Quixote, Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa, Lord Byron’s Cain, and the witches’ night scene at the Brocken in Goethe’s Faust. Such allusions, common in novels of the period, also amount to a pact with the reader who, a century and a half ago, would have been expected to catch most of them, whereas the modern reader will need annotations for many. The novel’s multiple noteworthy allusions to Satan and to various devils from literature—Asmodée, Mephistopheles, Lucifer—are part of the work’s Romantic spirit.

Is Georges then a genre piece? Is this novel that must have circulated widely in the nineteenth century, that was translated (often freely) into English, German, Spanish, Italian, Dutch, Norwegian, and Swedish, and was adapted for the stage in Paris, nothing but a representative (though perhaps particularly vivid) work of a line of fiction that one could call the French Hollywood of its time? This is, of course, a rhetorical question, even though Georges could still be turned into an exciting Hollywood film today. The negative answer my question calls for is given by the fact that Georges is not only a hero like d’Artagnan and Dantès, but also a man of color, a mulatto—and the word mulâtre appears more than fifty times in the French text of the novel. Like Dantès, Georges reappears in his original world as a new, “transfigured” man, but Georges’s disguise is that he is often taken for white; and like d’Artagnan he has to face his eternal antagonists, but in Georges’s case the antagonists he confronts are also the embodiment of color prejudice. This makes Georges exceptional in Alexandre Dumas’s own œuvre, for it is the only novel in which Dumas—the celebrated, though at times also reviled, man of color—focuses on the color complex.

Léon-François Hoffmann, a most careful critic of Dumas’s Georges who ranks it among Dumas’s best, yet too-little-known works, focused on this aspect of the novel. He found that in Georges, Dumas employed, but did not get carried away by, melodramatic plot machinations and that he instead wrote a complex novel in the “noble” sense of the word. Was this the case because of his serious theme: that of the struggle against the vulgar yet common color prejudice of M. de Malmédie and his son Henri, similar to that which Dumas—as Hoffmann amply documents—was also exposed to? Georges Munier is, in this context, a particularly intriguing and strong character, a fully formed mixed-race hero, whose psychological development from age twelve to twenty-six, from sensitive and vulnerable childhood to self-possessed maturity, is well drawn in the novel against the background of the racial pressures he experiences. What distinguishes Georges, then, is that it is a problem novel, in addition to everything else that it takes on so well; and the problem of color prejudice that it examines is one that has not gone away and seems particularly relevant in our own days.

The political dialogue between the demagogic Antonio who plays the race card and the idealistic rebel Laïza who invokes the principle of liberty is as strong an indication of the novel’s timeliness as is Georges’s quip in defense against Antonio’s hypocritical attempt to subvert his leadership by stressing indignantly that Georges “loves a white woman!” Georges responds that “there is another victory for men of color, for the white woman loves me, too.” (Et c’est un triomphe de plus pour nous autres hommes de couleur…car la fille blanche m’aime.) Dumas’s narrative position is clear, for Antonio who plays up the issue of racial loyalty is, in fact, the traitor in this book; and Georges, who has given his slaves freedom and four piastres each, has only the noblest of motives. It deserves mention in this context that Georges was published eight years after slaves had been freed in the British colony of Mauritius and five years before France would free slaves in its own colonies.

What informs the novel is not only the conflict over African slavery, first abolished in France in 1794, but then reinstated in 1802 (by Napoleon!) and ended only in 1848. Neither is it prejudice against all nonwhites that Georges excoriates or an attack against all forms of bias that the novel exemplifies: one only has to remember the hardly flattering description of the Chinese whom the narrator twice calls “the Jews of the colony,” or the account of the many blacks who, unlike the idealistic Georges who is ready to lead them, do not participate in the slave revolt because they find the barrels of rum the governor sets out for them more enticing. It is telling that Georges’s brother, Jacques, whose sarcasm in this matter seems vindicated by the plot, has been making his living as a slave trader.

The book’s central tension is between rich white Creoles and equally rich though discriminated-against mulattoes on île de France. The question is how the bigoted and aggressive men in the white Creole Malmédie family can be restrained by the mixed-race Muniers who are also rich and hold slaves. In fact, Georges is a multimillionaire who can afford to free his slaves. Georges is not so much an abolitionist or a black novel then, but, as Hoffmann has argued, a “mulatto novel.” And it is in this aspect that the author’s autobiographical investment in the novel has been sought, for Georges Munier is a man of color who was imagined by Alexandre Dumas, France’s most famous nineteenth-century man of color. Dumas would seem to invite such a reading when he connects his hero Georges with the Chevalier de Saint-Georges, a Guadeloupe-born mixed-race composer and military leader in whose American legion of mulattoes the novelist’s father, Thomas-Alexandre Dumas-Davy de la Pailleterie, once served.

There was, however, no biographical connection between Dumas and Mauritius; in fact, Dumas had never been on the île de France when he wrote Georges and he would also never visit the island later on. Yet he rendered his setting so vividly in the novel that one is surprised to realize that he did so only with the help of secondary sources, among them accounts by his friend Félicien Malleville, a Mauritian. Perhaps Dumas’s île de France was a symbolic stand-in for another island to which the writer traced his own roots, the American island that he lets Laïza mention, “Saint-Domingue, now called Haiti” (a distinct echo to “Port Louis, formerly Port Napoleon”), forever associated with the revolution undertaken by people of color in the name of liberty.

If Dumas’s île de France carries the legacy of his ancestral Haiti, the island of a successful rebellion, it is also very much the island of love. Dumas may have been inspired to tell an interracial love story against a revolutionary island background by a then still-young tradition of French fiction about race, romance, and revolution, often informed by tales coming out of Haiti and in which mulattoes played important roles. Victor Hugo’s Bug-Jargal (1826) was an early milestone in that tradition. Alexis de Tocqueville’s travel companion Gustave Beaumont wrote the novel Marie (1835), which features a rebellious mulatto named Georges. The New Orleans expatriate and free man of color Victor Séjour published “Le Mulâtre” in the Revue des Colonies (1837), the Parisian organ of a radical society of People of Color and edited by Martinican Cyrille Charles Auguste Bissette. It is the story of a mulatto named Georges who becomes a rebel against his own white father, and it begins in Saint-Marc, “a little town of Saint-Domingue, these days the Republic of Haiti.” Dumas, who later on helped the Louisianan in his career as a dramatist in Paris, may have known him as early as the 1830s. In any event, Séjour’s “Mulâtre” was published in the very journal to which, one year later, Dumas sent an open letter against a maliciously circulated rumor suggesting that Dumas would be contributing poetry to the pro-slavery Revue coloniale. In that letter Dumas stated that his sympathies were for the opposite party, as was well known among all whom he counted as “frères de race et des amis de couleur” (race brothers and colored friends).

Dumas may have also read “Les Épaves” by Fanny Reybaud, a popular novella of 1838 with a heroic, Paris-educated mulatto genius who is enslaved by a vicious and jealous white Creole, but then dramatically freed by and married to a white aristocratic heiress at the very end; the Danish fairy-tale writer Hans Christian Andersen adapted Reybaud’s tale in his romantic play Mulatten (1840). The tradition of which Georges was a part continued after Dumas. In his novel O Mulato (Mulatto, 1881), the Brazilian anti-slavery novelist Aluízio Azevedo, for example, represented the well-educated and handsome mixed-race protagonist Raimundo, whose love for the beautiful and white Ana Rosa is vehemently opposed by her father.

It is not surprising that even though Georges remains relatively unknown today, Dumas has been a fairly constant reference point for African American intellectuals, as Michel Fabre has shown. Thus when the runaway slave William Wells Brown went to the 1849 Peace Congress in Paris as one of twelve delegates from Massachusetts, he desired to meet Dumas. This was still before Brown became the first African American to write a novel in English. He had a letter of introduction, but the connection did not work out. Yet one night at the opera, Brown noticed “a light-complexioned mulatto, apparently about fifty years of age,—curly hair, full face, dressed in a black coat, white vest, white kids,—who seemed to be the centre of attraction not only in his own circle but in others. Those in the pit looked up, those in the gallery looked down, while curtains were drawn aside at other boxes and stalls to get a sight at the colored man. So recently from America where caste was injurious to my race, I began to think that it was the wooly head that attracted attention when I was informed that the mulatto before me was no less a person than Alexandre Dumas. Every move, look and gesture of the celebrated romancer were watched in the closest manner by the audience.” Frank J. Webb signaled that he was writing suspenseful fiction in Dumas’s vein by letting his gory thriller “Two Wolves and a Lamb” (1870) end on the île Ste-Marguerite—an island famous as the setting of L’Homme au masque de fer (The Man with the Iron Mask), the last volume of Dumas’s Musketeers series.

Brown saw Dumas in person, and Webb was his contemporary and may have also met him in Paris, but later African American authors who did not would invoke Dumas together with Pushkin as writers to be held in high esteem as a source of racial pride and as implicitly supporting a critique of the American racial scene. This is true, for example, for a character in Frances Harper’s novel Iola Leroy (1892) who proclaims that “Alexander Dumas was not forced to conceal his origin to succeed as a novelist.” In Charles Chesnutt’s often ironic short-story collection The Wife of His Youth (1899) the narrator says about Solomon Sadler who makes it his business to know everything about colored men of distinction: “He could give the pedigree of Alexander Pushkin” and “the titles of scores of Dumas’s novels (even Sadler had not the time to learn them all).” In 1914 Chesnutt also devoted a lively address to Dumas, in which he reviewed Dumas’s family history and literary career and offered a critical assessment of the writer whom “one reads solely for the story” and whose “invention was kaleidoscopic in its variety and spontaneity.” Chesnutt found that Dumas’s “heroes are men of blood and iron, who know what they want and proceed to take it, by artifice at times but preferably by the strong hand.” Addressing the question of whether Dumas’s race mattered, Chesnutt surmised: “There was…about him a certain naïveté, an abounding good-nature, and a verve or swing which is almost as well punctuated as ragtime; and these, as well as his robust physical vigor, his brown complexion and his curly hair, may perhaps be safely attributed to his dark blood. He was not ashamed of it, often mentioned it with not the least self-consciousness—it was of no social or business disadvantage for him in France, where talent has always been recognized and rewarded in absolute disregard of race or color—and he wrote one novel, Georges, the Planter of the Isle of France, of which the race problem in one of its aspects formed the motive.”

In the Harlem Renaissance, Gwendolyn Bennett published the poem “Lines Written on the Grave of Alexandre Dumas” in the pages of Opportunity, opening with the address, “Thou, great spirit, wouldst shiver in thy granite shroud / Should idle mirth or empty talk / Disturb thy tranquil sleeping.” Langston Hughes viewed Dumas’s successful career as a sign that freedom for colored writers was far greater in France than in the United States. Thus Hughes reported that his father responded to young Hughes’s admiration for Dumas with the brief comment, “Yes, but he was in Paris where they don’t care about color.” Later Hughes wrote in his poem “Prelude to Our Age”: “In other lands Dumas and Pushkin wrote / But we, / Who could not write, made songs: Swing low, sweet chariot….” In 1936 John F. Matheusand W. Napoleon Rivers prepared an annotated school edition of Dumas’s Georges in French that was reprinted in 1970. And in White Man, Listen! (1957), Richard Wright held up an at first unidentified passage from The Count of Monte Cristo and commented: “Did a Negro write that? It does not sound Negroid.” Dumas was, Wright emphasized, “a Negro according to American racial codes,” yet “his being a Negro was the least important thing about him.” This was so because “he could attend any school he wanted to;…he could engage in any profession he wanted to; he could live where he wanted to; he could marry whom he wanted to; and if he had the mind and talent, he could win fame if he wanted to. He did win fame. He was at one with the culture in which he lived, and he wrote out of the commonly shared hopes and expectations of his age.” Wright’s conclusion about Dumas is in implicit contrast to the situation of African American writers who were not fully at one with America: “We can say that Dumas was integrated with the culture of France and was a Frenchman.”

Still, while Alexandre Dumas has been a favored writer among African American writers and intellectuals, Georges seems not yet to have enjoyed a wide readership among them. Not even Langston Hughes, with his long-standing interest in writing about mulatto themes in poetry, drama, and fiction, or Richard Wright, whose long years of Parisian exile made him more deeply aware of the French literary tradition, appear to have known Georges. The same also seems true for Frederick Douglass, who was exceptional among African American intellectuals in angrily criticizing Dumas for having “never said one word for his race” (as one of his contemporaries reported). This, a pretty clear suggestion that Douglass had not read Georges, did not prevent Douglass from taking his second wife to see the Château d’If, the setting of The Count of Monte Cristo, “because the genius of the Negro writer had woven around it such a network of enchantment.” Frederick Douglass may have been reluctant to think of Dumas as a race hero, but he did want to see Gustave Doré’s statue of the famous writer in Paris.

That statue is not the only indication of Dumas’s public reputation in France. The high esteem in which Alexandre Dumas is held in that nation can be measured by the fact that in November 2002 Jacques Chirac’s government transferred Dumas’s ashes to the Panthéon. Dumas is the first author of color to receive this, the highest honor in France. At the ceremony, there were readings from the Les Trois Mousquetaires and Le Comte de Monte-Cristo. Let us hope that soon Georges will also be read with renewed interest in France and, in this lively new translation by Tina Kover, in the English-speaking world.
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I

L’îLE DE FRANCE

Have you ever, on a long, cold, melancholy winter night—alone with your thoughts and the wind whistling through the hallways, the rain pounding against the windows—have you ever leaned your forehead against the mantel, absently watching sparks dance on the hearth, and longed to flee our wet and muddy Paris for some enchanted oasis? Somewhere fresh and carpeted in green, where you could lie in the shade of a riverside palm tree and doze off without a care in the world?

Well, the paradise of your dreams exists! Eden awaits you; the water flows clear and bright there, falling and surging up in bright dust; the palm fronds wave gently in the soft sea breeze like feathers in a genie’s cap. The jambosa trees, laden with iridescent fruit, stand ready to offer you their sweetly scented shade. Come, follow me now.

Let us make for Brest, warlike sister of bustling Marseille, standing sentinel over the waves. Choose a vessel from the hundreds anchored in its port—perhaps a brigantine, long-masted, lean, and light-sailed, fit even for the hardy pirates dreamed up by Walter Scott, that romantic poet of the waves. It’s early September, the perfect time to begin a long voyage. Let us board our chosen ship and leave summer behind in our quest for spring! Adieu, Brest, Nantes, Bayonne—adieu, France!

See there, on our right, that granite peak towering ten thousand feet into the clouds? Look, in such transparent water even its mighty roots are visible. It is Tenerife, the ancient Nivaria, rendezvous point for the eagles that swoop and glide around its crest, looking as small as doves from this great distance. This, however, is not our destination; it’s simply a stray bit of Spain, and I’ve promised you the garden of the world.

Look, on the left—that barren rock, burning in the tropical sun? Our modern Prometheus spent six years chained there. England chose that wasted islet to erect a monument to its own shame, to the stake where Joan of Arc burned and the scaffold where Mary Stuart died. It is a political Golgotha, and for eighteen years it was the pious rendezvous point where all ships converged. But—enough of the regicide St. Helena, we will have nothing more to do with her, now that the martyr is gone.

We’ve reached the Cape of Storms now. See the towering peak in front of us, its summit lost in the mists? This is the giant Adamastor, who appeared to the author of The Lusiads. It marks the very end of the earth—the prow of that great green vessel on which we are all passengers. How the waves crash with furious impotence against its rocky face! It is impervious, invincible, forever anchored here in the port of eternity with God himself as captain. Let us keep on. Beyond these verdant mountains lies nothing but barren stone and sun-scorched desert. I promised you pure water, gentle shade, succulent fruit, and radiant blooms, did I not?

Ah, the westerly wind has finally brought us to our destination—the Indian Ocean, theater of the Arabian Nights! There is grim Mont Bourbon, with its sulfurous, eternally flaming volcano. Spare a glance at its fiery maw and smell its fumes. Just a few knots more now; we pass between île Plate and Coin-de-Mire and round pointe-aux-Cannoniers, and we drop anchor at last. Our trusty brigantine has earned a rest. We have arrived! This is the blessed island itself, hidden away in this far-flung corner of the world like some virginal maiden whose mother jealously guards her beauty from covetous suitors’ eyes. This is the Promised Land—the pearl of the Indian Ocean. This is île de France.

Now, chaste daughter of the seas, twin sister of Bourbon, blessed rival of Ceylon, let me raise a corner of your veil so that I may introduce you to a foreign friend, my fellow traveler here. Let me just loosen your sash—there! Ah, beautiful captive! We are two poor pilgrims from France—France, who will, perhaps, arrive one day to reclaim you at last, rich daughter of India, for the bride-price of some poor European realm…

As for you, dear readers, who have followed our eyes and our thoughts this far, let me bid you a very hearty welcome to this land of fertile fields, bountiful harvests, and endless springs and summers bursting with flowers and fruit. Let me wax poetic for a moment and tell you of the wonders of this place. It is a veritable Aphrodite, born of sea foam to reign over a celestial empire, her toes in the sea and her head in the clouds, crowned with golden days and crystalline nights, eternal jewels gifted by God himself—which the English have never yet managed to take from her. Come, then—air travel doesn’t bother you any more than sea travel, does it? Good! Grab hold of my coattails, then, you new Cléofas, and fly with me to the peak of Pieterboot, almost the highest mountain on the island. We can see everything from there!

The sky is always clear, as you see, and thickly clustered with stars; it is a blue carpet where God left behind gold dust in each of his footsteps, and where each atom is a world in itself. The whole island is laid out at our feet like an enormous map, 145 leagues around. Its sixty rivers look like silver threads winding their way to the sea, and its thirty mountains are thickly forested with takamaka, palm, and basket trees. See, among all those rivers, the great waterfalls of le Réduit and la Fontaine, rushing wildly from deep in the woods to crash thunderously into the ocean below—the mighty ocean that, calm or stormy, will always defeat the fury of the cascades. There, too, is the mighty rivière Noire, flowing majestically, shaping everything in its path and showing how time and tranquility always conquer unbridled rage. Gloomy Brabant stands among the other peaks like a giant sentinel keeping watch for enemy attacks. There is the crest of TroisMamelles, around whose base curl the Tamarin and Rempart rivers, as if the Indian goddess Isis wished to leave her mark. Gaze, finally, at the towering summit of le Pouce, near Pieterboot, for it is the highest point on the island; it seems to touch the very heavens, reminding us of the celestial court that will eventually render judgment on us all.

Before us is Port Louis, formerly Port Napoleon, the island’s capital city, protected from invaders by île des Tonneliers. See its many wooden houses and the two rivers running among them, which turn into veritable torrents after every storm. Its population holds a sample of every race of Earth. There are Creoles being carried about in palanquins, so indolent that their slaves are trained to respond to gestures rather than words; then there are the blacks, for whom the sun rises and sets by the lash of a whip. Falling somewhere between these two extremes are the Lascars, faces tanned under their green and red turbans. There are the Yoloffs of Senegambia, tall and handsome, with skin dark as ebony, sparkling eyes, and teeth like pearls; there are the short Chinese, flat-chested and wide-shouldered, with their bare heads and drooping mustaches. No one understands their language, yet they are masters of trade; there is no profession they do not practice; no merchandise they do not sell; no service they will not provide. They are the Jews of the colony. Gaze at the Malays, small, cunning, copper-skinned, and vindictive, who will forget a kindness in the blink of an eye but bear a grudge forever; the gentle giants of Mozambique; the Malgaches, slim, ruddy, and clever; the tall, proud Namaquois, trained to hunt tigers and elephants from earliest childhood. And there, in the midst of this teeming mass of humanity, are the English officers stationed on the island or in the port, proud in their scarlet jackets, black helmets, and white trousers. They look around them with supreme disdain, dismissing Creole and mulatto, master and slave, native and colonist with equal scorn; they speak only of London, of dear old England, and of themselves.

Behind us bustles Grand Port, formerly Port Imperial, established originally by the Dutch and then abandoned, for the same strong breezes that bring vessels so easily into the harbor too often prevent them from leaving as well. After years of neglect and decay, it is only today that houses are beginning to rise anew from the old ruins—a town once more, with a bay in which schooners seek refuge from pirates against a backdrop of green-forested hills where slaves hide from their tyrannical masters. Just behind those emerald peaks, almost under our very feet, you will find the region of Moka, lying on the slopes that face away from the port, perfumed with the scents of aloe, pomegranates, and cassis. It is a garden within a garden, the garden of the world; always festive and beautiful, the most breathtaking spot on the island.

Let’s face Madagascar again. To our left, beyond le Réduit, are the beautiful plains of Williams and Saint-Pierre, then Moka, the loveliest part of the island, divided by the rounded bulk of Mont Corps-de-Garde, shaped like a horse’s rump. Farther on, past the Great Woods, is the savanna, with its winding rivers called Citronniers, Bain-de-Négresses, and l’Arcade, and its well-defended port, so perfectly protected by steep hills that only friends may enter. Its pastures are as fertile as those of the Saint-Pierre Plains, its soil as virgin and untouched as that of the American wilderness. Farther inland there is an enormous lake filled with moray eels large and savage enough to devour live deer and even runaway slaves foolish enough to attempt a swim.

Finally, we turn to our right. Here is the Rempart district, dominated by the peak of Mont Découverte, beyond whose summit the ships’ masts rise like so many delicate willow branches. There are Cape Malheureux, the Bay of Tombeaux, and the Church of Pamplemousses. Here, too, are the two side-by-side huts of Madame de la Tour and Marguerite. It was at Cape Malheureux where the Saint-Géran sank, and in the Bay of Tombeaux that the corpse of a young woman was found, a torn portrait clutched in her hand. She was laid to rest in the Church of Pamplemousses, and just two months later a boy of the same age was buried beside her. You may have already guessed it: They were the tragic young Paul and Virginie, star-crossed tropical lovers buried in a single crypt, whose deaths are still mourned in the sighing rise and fall of the waves as a tigress might mourn the cubs she herself destroyed in a momentary fit of rage or jealousy.

So! Now that I have acquainted you with our fair island, with her inlets and shores, her rivers and hills, you may go wherever you like, day or night—to the île de la passe de Descorne in the southwest, or to Mahebourg on Petit-Malabar; along the coasts or deep in the interior; you may swim the rivers or climb the mountains, or watch the blazing disk of the setting sun light up the plains as if they were afire or the moon cast her melancholy light on the peaks, and if you are lulled by the afternoon heat, the Chinese rose water, or the Spanish jasmine, if you feel as lazy as if you had taken opium, you may stretch yourself on the soft green grass and abandon yourself without fear to the voluptous pleasures of sleep. If you are wakened, though, by a gentle rustle of leaves, be assured that it’s no Jamaican beast nor Bengal tiger; there are no reptilian hisses to be heard on île de France, nor the nocturnal roars of any predatory animals. No; it is only a bright-eyed young black girl gazing curiously through the bamboo stalks at this new European visitor. Simply smile at her and she will gather you a feast of ripe bananas, mangoes, and tamarinds. Say but one word to her, and she will reply, in her low and wistful voice, “I slave; I do what you want.” Shining with pride and satisfaction at your kind looks or tolerant words, she will refuse all pay and offer to lead you to her master’s house. Follow her down a tree-lined avenue to a pretty home with a flower-filled garden. Here lives the planter—he may be a benevolent father to his slaves or he may be a tyrant, but then, that has nothing to do with you. Enter and sit at the family table, and you—the honored guest—will be served from dishes of fine china and goblets of clearest crystal, endlessly refilled with the island’s best ale. Hunt in your host’s fields as much as you like; fish in his rivers; dine on his fattest calf. Here, the arrival of a guest is cause for celebration, like the return of a prodigal son to Paradise.

The English have long coveted this beloved daughter of France. They have hovered around her, attempting to seduce her first with rich gifts, then threats, and finally by force. She met every approach with supreme disdain, this lovely Creole of ours; she acquitted herself so well, in fact, that the men who desired her were so anxious to possess her that she had to be guarded as one might keep watch over a fragile Spanish nun. For a time it seemed that she would be left in peace, that she would be able to fend off any aggressors—but England launched a final, impassioned attack, and one morning île de France learned the terrible news that her sister island Bourbon had been taken. Sharpening their knives and polishing their guns, the defenders waited for the enemy to appear—and on August 23, 1810, accompanied by the deafening thunder of cannon fire, they came.



II

LIONS AND LEOPARDS

It began at five o’clock in the evening. Half the inhabitants of île de France gathered on the hillsides around Grand Port, transfixed by the spectacle unfolding below them, just as the ancient Romans once watched gladiators fight to the death. The vast harbor, walled by reefs and shoals, served as the arena; the combatants were French and English ships.

On the morning of the twentieth, five French ships coming from Madagascar neared île de France, led by Captain Duperré of the Bellone. They had recently engaged in a string of skirmishes; they had won battles, but these had left them damaged, and Duperré hoped to refit his battered fleet at Grand Port. At that time, the region was entirely French, and the tricolor fluttered from both the fort at île de la Passe and the schooner anchored below it—so, naturally, the brave captain believed himself among friends. Accordingly, he ordered the rest of the fleet to bypass île de la Passe and make directly for Grand Port. The corvette Victor struck out in front, followed by the Minerva, the Ceylon, and the Bellone, with the Windham bringing up the rear.

As the Victor passed the anchored schooner, the latter signaled that English ships had been sighted off île de la Passe. Captain Duperré replied that he was perfectly aware of it; there were four English vessels, to be sure—the Magician, the Nereid, the Sirius, and the Iphigenia, commanded by Commodore Lambert—but since Captain Hamelin was also near the island with a second French fleet consisting of the Entreprenant, the Manche, and the Astrée, he felt sure that the enemy would be considerably outgunned if hostilities were to erupt.

A moment later Captain Bouvet, second in the convoy, was surprised to see signs of suspicious activity aboard the schooner. Studying the other ship with a seaman’s unfailing eye for detail, he saw that it was missing the marks normally distinguishable on a French vessel. He immediately shared his observations with Captain Duperré, who told Bouvet to take precautions and that he would do likewise—but, alas, they could not warn the Victor; she was too far ahead. It was a horrific shock for her crew, then, when cannon fire erupted from both the schooner and the fort, ripping through the corvette’s sails and shattering her decks! English flags speedily replaced the tricolors. It was a trap!

Rather than retreating, the wounded Victor returned the English schooner’s fire—but weakly. Captain Duperré, aboard the Bellone, signaled the Windham to go for reinforcements and ordered the Minerva and the Ceylon to follow him. The three ships advanced in the thick silence that often precedes a raging storm. The Minerva was soon exchanging artillery fire with the enemy. The Ceylon, a swift and lovely brigantine recently captured from the English, wasted no time in joining the fray. Meanwhile the Bellone dropped anchor between île aux Singes and pointe de la Colonie. Captain Duperré, receiving word that île Bourbon had been taken, sent word to Governor-General Decaen that he and his fleet had been engaged at Grand Port. By noon on the twenty-first, Decaen had infantrymen en route to assist the defenders.

The Windham had been taken by the English frigate Sirius in the early hours of the twenty-first as she attempted to drop anchor in the rivière Noire. The frigate’s commander, Captain Pym, then made for Grand Port, flanked by the Magician and the Iphigenia. The second French fleet—the Entreprenant, the Manche, and the Astrée—pursued them hotly, but they could not overtake the English ships before they reached the harbor.

At midday on August 22, the Sirius reached Grand Port and joined the schooner—now known to be the Nereid, under the command of Captain Willoughby. The two ships advanced on the French, intent on destruction—but the Sirius caught bottom, and her crew was occupied for the rest of the day in setting her afloat once more. The reinforcements arrived that night, giving the French a total of fourteen hundred men and 142 guns.

At two o’clock the following afternoon, the English frigates Magician and Iphigenia arrived in the harbor. The enemy forces were now seventeen hundred men and two hundred cannons strong.

A terrible silence prevailed as the ten thousand mountainside spectators watched the four enemy frigates advance with grim confidence, sails lowered, toward the French defenders. It would be a battle between lions and leopards, a fight to the death.

Our sailors fired the first shot. A burning hail of bullets and cannonballs soon engulfed both groups of combatants. The skirmish was fierce—at first it seemed that the enemy might prevail, for the English quickly crippled both the Minerva and the Ceylon. The Bellone, captained by the courageous Duperré, faced all four foes at once, spewing fire like an erupting volcano for better than two hours while her sister ships repaired their damage enough to reenter the fray.

The Nereid was the first to tire, and the French forces concentrated their fury on her. For more than an hour she was bombarded with shot, but the white flag of surrender did not appear. Her masts splintered and fell; great holes gaped in her hull; finally she lapsed into immobility.

A moment later Captain Duperré was hit as he turned to give an order to his lieutenant. Knowing himself to be seriously—perhaps mortally—wounded, he turned command of the Bellone over to Captain Bouvet with the order that the French ships should be destroyed rather than surrendered. Night had fallen, and combat ceased until one o’clock the next morning, when the moon illuminated the battleground with its pale rays.

Captain Bouvet, on the Bellone, instructed Lieutenant Roussin to take the helm of the Victor in its wounded commander’s stead and ensure that the Nereid was completely out of commission. Only an occasional musket shot still echoed now and then from the battered English ship, but Roussin followed Bouvet’s orders to the letter and fired on the Nereid until she was silent as a tomb. Still the white flag did not appear. Suddenly cries of “Vive l’empereur!” were heard among the ruins, and seventeen French prisoners taken at île de la Passe emerged from belowdecks. The British standard was lowered and the tricolor of France hoisted. Roussin gave the order to board the crippled ship, but at that moment the English turned their own guns on the lost prize, and in the end the Victor simply collected the French refugees and left the devastated hulk of the Nereid to float.

The French fleet now concentrated its fire on the Magician. Captain Bouvet was resolved to destroy the enemy frigates one by one, and the bombardment did not cease even as the English ship, battered and listing, was abandoned by her few surviving crew members. The lifeboats, too, were soon downed; wounded men could be seen in the water, struggling to reach the two remaining frigates—but plumes of smoke issued from the Magician’s portholes, and in an instant the entire ship was engulfed in flames. Scant moments later there was a frightful explosion, like a volcano erupting, and the vessel was no more. Nothing was left: no debris, no wounded men, not even any floating corpses. Only a large empty space between the Nereid and the Iphigenia indicated the place where the Magician had been.

As if exhausted, both the French and English fleets left off their fire. The rest of the night passed in repose. The next morning, however, combat began anew. The Sirius was chosen as France’s next victim. After two hours the English ship was in ruins; her masts had been completely obliterated, and her hull was in tatters. She could do nothing but sink. Her remaining crew rigged her with bombs before they abandoned ship—the captain, of course, was the last to leave—and, at eleven o’clock in the morning, like the Magician before her, she exploded and was gone to keep her rendezvous with Saint Barbara.

The Iphigenia’s fate was now sealed. Alone against four defenders, she raised her sails, pulled up anchor, and made a break for the mouth of the harbor—better to escape with damage than to meet the same fate as her sister ships—but it was not to be. Captain Bouvet ordered the Minerva and the Bellone to give chase. Not a single Englishman would survive to report the defeat—after all, there were Trafalgar and Aboukir to avenge!

The two noble French frigates, battered as they were, hoisted their sails and followed the Iphigenia. Shouts rose from the island, urging them on. For a time it seemed as if the English vessel might escape; she was too far ahead of her pursuers, and their bullets fell uselessly into the water, far short of their target. But then all of a sudden—three more ships appeared at the mouth of the harbor, the tricolor fluttering atop their masts! It was Captain Hamelin, arrived from Port Louis with the Entreprenant, the Manche, and the Astrée! Needless to say, the Iphigenia was easily, and utterly, obliterated. The French did not take a single prisoner.

Meanwhile the Victor approached the wrecked carcass of the Nereid. Fearing some surprise attack, the French sailors boarded her with great caution—but the silence that prevailed was indeed a deathly one. The decks were strewn with bodies, the blood ankle-deep. One Englishman, mortally wounded, managed to tell them that the command to raise the white flag had been given no less than six times—but every time, French gunfire had killed the men attempting to execute the order. The captain had retreated into his quarters, and no one had seen him after that.

Lieutenant Roussin, entering the cabin, found Captain Willoughby at a table still laid with a bottle of rum and three glasses. One of his arms and one leg had been shot away. His first mate lay near him, dead of a bullet wound to the chest. Willoughby’s nephew William Murray sprawled insensible—but alive—at his uncle’s feet, bleeding from his side.

Captain Willoughby, with his remaining hand, made a feeble attempt to offer Roussin his sword; the lieutenant refused it, and instead saluted the dying Englishman. “Sir,” he said, “when an officer has fought as courageously as you have, he need offer his saber only to God himself.”

Roussin ordered that Willoughby should receive all possible medical attention—but the noble commander of the Nereid died the next day. The French were pleased, however, that William Murray had been taken alive. We will see him again as our story unfolds.
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